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INTRODUCTION





‘There wasn’t a lot to get excited about in 1974-75.’ Thus spake Siouxsie Sioux in 1994, as she and I discussed the state of the British music scene 20 years earlier.


‘There was Roxy Music, but Bowie was past it, Lou Reed was…losing it. And there was Sparks, and thank goodness for them, because it was really important to see them on television. They were one of the few bands you’d see and say “Thank God there’s something good on in amongst all this idiocy.” But that was it.’


She was right, too. Bowie and Reed had both declined mightily from the lofty musical peaks they once scaled and, while Roxy Music were certainly still in the ball park, they were scarcely the band that burst forth two years earlier, all retro-futurist spangles and death rays, Rocky Horror with stranger songs.


Abba’s ‘Waterloo’ was at the top of the charts the week most people heard Sparks for the first time, and Terry Jacks’ ‘Seasons In The Sun’ had been there the week before. Little Jimmy Osmond was still scoring regular hits, country and western was making massive chart inroads, and the best of the rest of the glam-rock explosion was either desperately in search of a new direction (ballads from Gary Glitter and Slade) or simply churning out reruns on the off-chance that inspiration might somehow be reborn (Wizzard, Alvin Stardust and Mud).


And then you switched on the radio one afternoon in late April 1974…it was just after four o’clock and it may have been a Tuesday. School was out for the day and some friends and I had retired to the common room to change. The wonderful Radio 1 was our constant companion in those days – what else was there to listen to? But that particular afternoon, the Beeb pushed its luck a little too far. For, fading in over the DJ’s half-heard introduction, rushing pell-mell through a frenetic landscape strewn with spaghetti-hoop keyboards, echoing gunshots and anguished howls, and driven by a voice so high that it made the notoriously falsetto-led Stylistics sound growlingly ferocious, came the most discomforting… not to mention annoying… record any of us had ever heard in our lives. And that’s our entire lives, and not just the few blessed minutes it was since the Wombles last asked us to remember what they were.


The record ended and we stood in disbelieving silence. Finally, somebody spoke; ‘That was horrible…’ – and then we went back to whatever we’d been doing beforehand, in the sincere belief that we’d never hear that woman again. Because that’s what we thought had been singing. But we were wrong. It wasn’t horrible, it wasn’t discomforting, it wasn’t a woman, and it certainly wasn’t weird. It was Sparks.


The truth dawned swiftly. The following morning, with breakfast just a distant smell and the bedclothes still beckoning seductively, that same record came on the radio again. Tony Blackburn played it and, in my mind’s eye, I could picture him grinning callously as he placed the needle on the vinyl, knowing the nightmare he was unleashing upon an early-morning nation. ‘Still having trouble getting dressed, sleepyheads? Well, this’ll get you moving…’


Only this time it wasn’t so frenetic, it wasn’t so quirky, the gunshots made sense and even the howling fell into place. So did a few other details. The singer was a man, the song was called ‘This Town Ain’t Big Enough For Both Of Us’ and, by the time I descended upon my local branch of WH Smith that weekend, having just executed one of the most colossal U-turns of my entire musical life, it was to discover that I was not the only person in Boscombe, Dorset, who had devoted their Saturday to procuring a copy.


I wound up walking miles and stopping by every record shop in town before I finally discovered one that still had a copy in stock and, back beside my record player that evening, I’d already played the A-side six times before I even thought of flipping the disc over – to discover that the B-side, ‘Barbecutie,’ was just as good. By the time Sparks made it onto Top Of The Pops a fortnight or so later, they were so firmly enshrined among my all-time favourite bands that it would have taken an absolute earthquake to dislodge them.


Thirty-five years later, there have been a lot of earthquakes. Famously, May 2008 – the 34th anniversary of that maiden chart entry – saw Sparks take over Islington’s Carling Academy to present more or less their entire recorded oeuvre in concert, 21 albums over 21 nights. And that includes the ones that we didn’t think we liked at the time, and the ones that even they admit were greeted with little more than sigh of resignation; ‘Oh, another Sparks album. I can’t believe they’re still going.’


It was a reasonable response, after all. No other band with such a history, having weathered the firestorms of the preceding decades, was still making records I felt I should listen to – when was the last time, for example, that I bought a new Slade album? A new Sweet record? Or Genesis? Why should I expect Sparks to be any different?


Because Sparks were different. That was why I hated them the first time I heard them, that’s why I loved them so unstintingly thereafter. For, even at their worst, in those moments when the quirk-o-meter shot into the red, the lyrics fell over themselves trying to be clever, and the entire show sounded like the novelty house band in a Carry On movie, there was always that last thread of dignity for your ears to cling onto, one final reminder that underneath it all Sparks continued to matter. It could be ‘Goofing Off’ spinning out of ‘Introducing’, which was otherwise the first Sparks LP I never played, or ‘Shopping Mall Of Love’ a full decade later. It could be any one of a dozen songs that had kept me smiling when all hope seemed lost. But it was always there and all you had to do was look for it.


So I never stopped buying them, never stopped listening and the funny thing is, digging through the pile of albums that have laid unplayed since I bought them and hearing them again as I wrote this book, I discovered I kind of like them after all. Which is something I never expected to happen.


There again, that’s more or less de rigueur with Sparks; the knowledge that whatever you’re expecting from them is probably the very last thing they’ll deliver. They warned us of that back in 1974, when ‘Something For The Girl With Everything’ ricocheted out as a single. The longer the song went on, the more astonishing were the gifts that they’d lined up for the woman of their dreams – a lot of girls, let’s be truthful, would be content with chocolates, shoes and a handbag. The Maels were delivering a crate of Frank Sinatra.


But my favourite tale of the Maels’ capacity to surprise…shock…stun…comes courtesy of John Lennon and a quote that, were it not for the fact that it would be commercially unmarketable (not to mention politically incorrect) on so many levels, very nearly became the title of this book.


Lennon was living in New York City at the time, and nobody seems certain which television show he was watching when he saw Sparks for the first time. It certainly wasn’t the Top Of The Pops appearance that sundry Internet sites suggest, because no New York television station carried it. Maybe Don Kirshner’s Rock Concert, then, or Midnight Special or ABC In Concert. It doesn’t really matter which it was, Lennon was sitting there and probably not paying much attention. He’d seen so groups many come and go over the years that very little could still shock him. Until the camera zoomed in on Ron Mael at the keyboards, and then John was leaping up and down in his seat, and shouting as loud as he could….


The story is hearsay, so his exact words are unrecorded. One source has him turning to son Julian and asking ‘Have you seen Sparks? They’ve got Hitler on the piano.’ Another has him simply musing, aloud, something a little less restrained. But my favourite, the one I prefer to believe, has him leaping out of his seat and shouting, ‘Fuck me, it’s Hitler!’


Fuck Me, It’s Hitler. Even I’d go out and buy a book with a title like that, and I wrote the thing.


Dave Thompson



















CHAPTER ONE


WHAT’S IT GONNA BE, SOD OR CELEBRITY?





They live, like the Monkees (or the Beatles in A Hard Day’s Night) in a sprawling California hacienda with personalised front doors. Inside, all is pristine white, the sparse Scandinavian-style furniture selected for its aesthetic values as much as its purpose. Life-sized prints of European street scenes alternate as windows with the mansion’s actual views of the Pacific Ocean. But the sky is always blue, and the sea is always calm, with just enough breakers to ensure that surfing is forever in season.


It is the Palace of Versailles transplanted to Pacific Palisades. In a corner of the dining room, a bewigged and costumed string quartet plays selections from Handel and Bach, interspersed with the occasional Beach Boys song. Smart, penguin-suited staff lurk with unobtrusive military bearing in the corners, silver platters laden with canapés forever at the ready. A delicate china tea set stands on a white occasional table, the pot always steaming and filling the room with the gentle aroma of the latest choice blend.


The brothers, too, are dressed in white, moving languidly around the rooms, repositioning a magazine here, a portrait there. Occasionally one might make a gentle observation, or give instructions to the butler, in a soft-spoken voice betraying just a hint of a European accent. When they do seat themselves in the luxuriously upholstered armchairs that are so exquisitely positioned to afford maximum vantage, their limbs fold rather than bend, so that their suits never crease and their joints never crack.


Occasionally, your eye falls upon a curious nick-nack that appears totally out of place with the rest of the décor. Russell, the younger of the brothers, is an avid collector of Russian Matryoshka dolls and autographed cereal boxes; Ron, the elder, of sports figurines and snow globes. Those are his old Beatles trading cards that are framed on the walls, and his antique automobile catalogues that are displayed on the coffee tables. ‘It’s like a disease, collecting things,’ he smiles when you catch his eye to query them, but it is a disease that has no cure, even if he wanted one. Besides, in a world where no alcohol, drugs or cigarettes have ever passed the brothers’ lips, spending money on the things they love is scarcely a headline-grabbing vice.


It is a lifestyle that few of us could even imagine, much less adopt as our own. But for the brothers, it is home. They have neither known, nor demanded, anything else. Except once, a long time ago. Once, life was very different to this and, if you close your eyes to the imagery that their music so magically insinuates, it still is.


They don’t really live in the same house, you know. They’re not even in the same part of town. And, although they did spend some of their childhood in Pacific Palisades, they actually grew up in the lower-class Culver City, the offspring of Pennsylvania-born Meyer Mael, a graphic designer, and Miriam Moskowitz, a librarian. Her father in turn had been a school teacher, a career that Miriam herself once considered following. In the end she opted not to, but their background ensured the boys would be raised in a household that both valued and encouraged art and education.


Meyer Mael worked at the Hollywood Citizen-News, a left-wing daily that referred to itself as ‘the Home Newspaper of Northwest Los Angeles, California’, and which was once described by Time magazine, as ‘a lonely liberal voice in the midst of [the] die-hard desert’ ruled at that time by the right-wing publishing tycoons William Randolph Hearst and Harry Chandler. But while its offices, in a grandiose Wilcox Avenue edifice designed by Francis D Rutherford, may have looked a million dollars, the Citizen-News was a notoriously poor payer.


No matter. Mael’s salary afforded his family a tidy home in Culver City, at 5263 West Adams Boulevard, and it was there that their first son, Ronald David Mael, was born on Sunday, 12th August 1945 – the same day that the United States announced it would accept the surrender of the Japanese, and bring to an end the Second World War.


A second son, Russell Craig Mael, arrived three years later on Tuesday, 5th October 1948, with the family now living at 1121 Washington Boulevard, one of the major thoroughfares through Culver City. It was in this neighbourhood that the local Star News Vanguard newspaper captured the two brothers’ smiling faces in 1954, at the Fiesta La Ballona Kiddies Parade, an annual celebration of the first Spanish families to settle in the area. People would attend the parade – and even go into work – in costume that day; there would be floats and street vendors and a Fiesta Queen, and even a fancy-dress competition for the children. Nine year-old Ronnie and five year old Russell were winners of the Early Americans contest, and sat cross-legged and smiling for the photographer, heavily feathered and delightfully clothed. And yes, Ron already had a moustache. Either that, or it was a prophetic splash of war paint.


Sitting around in England in the early- to mid-Seventies, desperately trying to think of new things to tell the journalists who came parading into their presence, each demanding his or her own personal hot scoop on Sparks’ genesis, the Maels fabricated an idyllic childhood.


Their parents’ occupations singled the boys out for at least an interest in the arts, fascinations which Mr and Mrs Mael inevitably encouraged. Initially, the brothers kept the stories small and manageable. ‘Every parent in Los Angeles sees their child as a potential movie star,’ Ron admitted, and he and his sibling were no exception, ‘then, when success eluded us in that field, piano lessons for me and violin lessons for Russell followed.’ Russell even sang in the school choir, although he was adamant ‘that was simply because you had to do something extra-curricular.’


Small stories, little lies. But, as time went by, and the demand for information kept building, Russell confessed that he and his brother indulged in ever more grandiose invention. ‘We had done so many interviews, all asking the same thing, so we thought we ought to spice it up a little. So we were child actors, catalogue models and all that. We didn’t have that background, to be honest,’ he admitted, but it would not have been surprising if they had. Most parents in Los Angeles have pursued modelling as they searched for Junior’s lucky break, and there are still fans who gladly take Russell at his 1974 word, scouring through the pages of vintage Fifties catalogues in search of two familiar faces. They even know where they should be looking. ‘We did really well,’ Russell fibbed back then, ‘posing for all these different adverts. We appeared in the Roebucks’ Catalogue, also Montgomery Ward’s…’


There were other, more outrageous fabrications. ‘We were Doris Day’s sons for a long time,’ Russell smirked and, in some peoples’ minds, they still are. As recently as 2003, Record Collector magazine was repeating the fictions of a 30-year-old press release, and introducing the duo to its readers as ‘brothers J Donald and Dwight Russell Day’, who ‘rechristened themselves Mael in a country that viewed masculinity strictly as John Wayne and the Marlboro Man’. On another occasion, whilst visiting Sweden, the Maels were astonished to receive a call from Doris Day’s music publisher asking if they would visit his office in Stockholm to pick up some overdue Swedish royalties!


‘There seemed to be no reason why we started doing the music,’ Ron shrugged, ‘so we started making up these…lies.’


The music lessons were not a fiction and, of course, they did pay off. But neither child appeared more gifted than the other, and neither won the lion’s share of their parents’ approval.


Three decades later, video director Sophie Muller would portray the two as prodigious sibling rivals in her video for the song ‘When Do I Get To Sing “My Way”?’, little Ronnie already a moustachioed and sullen-looking boy, bitterly pounding the piano, while the handsome cherubic Russ steals their mother’s heart with his singing and dancing.


In truth, however, their early childhood was happy and unscarred by any but the most mundane of boyish squabbles, a blissful state of affairs that their parents engineered by making sure that both boys were treated with absolute equality. Even gifts were offered to the pair as a joint present, and it was only the difference in age that saw Ron pick up a handful of memories that Russell would not share.


One treat that was reserved for Ron alone (at least until Russell was old enough to join him) was a regular trip to the cinema with his parents to catch whatever big movie was playing. The early- to mid-Fifties, of course, were the heyday of post-war Hollywood, and there was never any shortage of new releases, new stars or new ideas to latch on to. And so, the promise of a trip to see The Blackboard Jungle during the spring of 1955 probably didn’t excite him any more than any of the other movies they’d witnessed over the past few weeks. Neither did Meyer and Miriam give too much thought to the movie’s potential impact upon the boy. Why would they? He wasn’t even ten years old.


But The Blackboard Jungle was no ordinary movie. Taken from a best-selling novel by a former schoolteacher, Evan Hunter, The Blackboard Jungle was a no-holds-barred account of life at a ‘typical’ American High School, Bronx Vocational High School in New York City. The portrait it painted, however, was a nightmare, a saga of feral youth at its most literal, while the headmaster turns a blind eye to everything, refusing to acknowledge that his school has a disciplinary problem.


It was a well-timed work. The problems of juvenile delinquency had been growing ever more pronounced over the previous few years, and there was no shortage of suggestions as to how the cancer could be cured. Comic books were banned for fear of the effect they might be having on impressionable young minds (there was little TV and no video games to blame in those days), and the entertainment industry at large trembled to think that it, too, might be turned upon next. Even the period’s most virile celebrations of turbulent youth each had a salutary lesson somewhere within, and as screenwriter Richard Brooks worked to bring The Blackboard Jungle to the big screen he doubtless believed that his brutal portrayal of life on the wrong side of the tracks might itself help deter future troublemakers.


He was wrong. He was wrong from the moment the producers set about compiling the movie’s soundtrack, and chose to open it with a piece of music by a raucous country and western band named Bill Haley and the Comets. It was called ‘Rock Around The Clock’ and, although sundry learned musicologists have since pinpointed any number of prior recordings that share the Comets’ musical bearing, it single-handedly created rock’n’roll.


The nine-year-old Ron Mael sat staring at the screen in astonishment, unable to believe what he was hearing. Even once the movie started, that opening theme music played on in his mind and, when he got home that afternoon, his little brother would hear it all over again.


Ron tries to explain the impact today, but the very concepts are no longer a part of our language. It is impossible to imagine a time when rock music, pop music, the blaring radio and the big beat were not a part of our lives, to be absorbed from every avenue where we can find them. In 1955, however, that is exactly how it was. Rock music did not exist.


‘Every movie, every cultural thing, even the start of television, it was all polka music and really traditional values,’ he declared. The day The Blackboard Jungle premiered in New York City, 19th March 1955, the sweetly singing McGuire Sisters were finally approaching the end of their ten-week reign at the top of the American hit parade, and there could hardly been a soul in the country who could not now sing along with ‘Sincerely’. By the end of the month, Bill Hayes’ ‘The Ballad Of Davy Crockett’ had taken over at the top; a month later, Perez Prado’s ‘Cherry Pink and Apple Blossom White’ would begin its own ten-week stay at Number 1. It was still there when The Blackboard Jungle opened in Los Angeles; it was probably still there when Ron and his parents went to see the film.


Compare that to the sound of Bill Haley. ‘Rock Around The Clock,’ Ron admits, sounds ‘a little twee’ today. Even compared to the earliest hits by Elvis Presley, Little Richard and Jerry Lee Lewis, it has a politeness that makes it the unlikeliest of all standard-bearers. But Presley had yet to make any impact on a national scale, and neither Little Richard nor Jerry Lee Lewis had yet set foot inside a recording studio. To a generation of teenagers who had never heard such wild sounds before, ‘Rock Around The Clock’ wasn’t simply a call to rock’n’rolling arms, remembers Ron, ‘it was like a complete jolt to your nervous system. And it obviously had the same effect on a lot of other people, because there were riots in the movie theatres!’


The opening credits had only to begin rolling, Haley needed only to count the song in – ‘one two three o’clock, four o’clock rock’ – and every teen in the house would rise up in response to celebrate the liberation that was bound up in that single song. ‘It was so diametrically opposed to the cultural sense of things,’ Ron continued and, although such thoughts were far from his mind at that tender age, even he knew that life, or at least that part of his life that was already wrapping itself in music, would never be the same again. ‘It didn’t make me want to be in a band,’ he admitted, ‘but it made me realise that that kind of music, rebelling against all the bland, awful, family-style music, was something that had to happen.’ And he would rebel with it.


His parents appear to have been willing conspirators. A year later, in the summer of 1956, the boys’ father came home with a couple of records that he’d bought for them, ‘Hound Dog’, the latest hit single by the hottest newcomer of the year, Elvis Presley, and ‘Long Tall Sally’ the second smash by Little Richard. And, looking back, Ron cannot contain his astonishment. Bill Haley was in the cultural dumper by then; now it was Presley who was the arch-fiend of American society, a hip-swivelling, word-slurring, long-haired ruffian whose effect on the nation’s youth was one of incalculable carnage. And Little Richard, flamboyant in a manner that was open code for homosexual, wild and shrieking like a lorry-load of devils, was even worse.


‘I don’t know what his inspiration was for doing that,’ Ron shuddered. ‘They weren’t the kind of records you usually bought as educational tools for your child!’


Ron was eleven and Russell 8 when their father died on 5th February 1957 and, for much of the next four years, they were raised by their mother. Understandably, it is a period they do not speak about. Times were hard, as the old cliché goes, with Miriam, a widow in her mid-thirties, struggling to bring up two growing boys. But she did it, alone at first but not forever. In August 1961, four years after Meyer’s death, Miriam married Oscar Roganson – ‘Rogie’ to his friends and family.


They now lived on Galloway Street in Pacific Palisades, three blocks off West Sunset Boulevard. It was a modest home in a wealthy neighbourhood and, visitors swiftly discovered, an eccentric one, packed full of intriguing kitsch. There were lava lamps and statues of hula dancers with bobble heads. Magazines and newspapers were stacked wherever they looked best. Later in the decade, with Miriam and Rogie now running their own head shop, the delightfully named Gilded Prune, in Pacific Palisades, further remarkable merchandise made its way into the house – black light posters, hiply worded badges and so on.


The Maels’ house was within walking distance of so many local attractions, including Wil Wright’s ice cream store, where the traditional metal chairs were bent into the shape of hearts and the penny candy really did cost only a penny. There was the Bay Theatre, with the double feature Saturday matinée, and Art Poole’s coffee shop, home to the best cinnamon rolls in town, as well as the Hot Dog Show, Colvey’s Men’s Store and the takeaway Chicken Delight – slogan ‘Don’t cook tonight, call Chicken Delight’. Finally, not far from all of that, was their High School.


Perched between Sunset and Bowdoin Road, Palisades High, nicknamed ‘Pali,’ was opened in 1961, a $7,000,000 red brick campus that catered to the educational needs of 2,100 students… ‘upper-middle class students,’ as Time magazine put it when they profiled the school in a January 1965 article entitled On The Fringe Of A Golden Era.


Two fellow Pali students, future film critic Michael Medved and author David Wallechinsky, later wrote a book about the article and their findings were depressing, to say the least. At the time, however, there was plenty of reason for optimism. The Vietnam War had barely begun to cast its shadow over the youth of the day, and life stretched ahead in an endless sequence of girls, cars, sun and surf.


Erase the problems that all teenagers, no matter how well-off their parents might be, are convinced ensure that their life is simply one calamitous disaster after another, and it was a Beach Boys record come to life; High School, cheerleading girls, lounging on the shore and getting evenly tanned to a golden brown, playing beach volleyball and going to the teenage fair – where, Ron bemoaned, ‘these cheap-looking girl models would be vying for the title of ‘Miss Teenage America’, and the Beach Boys would always be advertised, but they never would show…someone like Dick Dale and the Del-Tones would come on instead.’


The Time piece certainly left less privileged readers with no doubt as to how perfect life for the average Pali student must have been; ‘“These are the students’ cars,” says English teacher Jeanne Hernandez, pointing to a fast collection of ‘wheels’ ranging up to Jags, “and there are the teachers’ cars,” pointing to a sedate group of compacts and the like. “It’s so lush here that it’s unreal,” she says. “After a while you feel like a missionary in the tropics. If you don’t get out, you go native.”’


Like schools everywhere, the Pali campus was fiercely clique-ridden. According to Time, there were ‘the squares who really believe in student government’, the Saracens, who included ‘a small motorcycling hood element’, the intellectuals, ‘who lounge on the steps of the administration building as the rest of the student body speculates over whether the long-haired girls among them are professional virgins or real swingers, and an amorphous crowd that defies classification by declaring unanimously: “I’m myself”.’ And there were the clowns, ‘a group of practical jokers who wear Mickey Mouse shirts to signify that all human existence is fraudulent.’


The Mael boys slipped into another sub-section of student life, the jocks. Both were handy at baseball, while Russell – Russ, as his friends knew him – would soon be established as a quarterback for the football team, coaches Dick North and Merritt Stanfield’s Dolphins.


He was not an NFL star in the making. ‘I was good, but I knew my limitations. I was really too small to think of it professionally. My calling card was “He’s small, but he’s quick!” That justified the fact that I was a little wimp; I could run fast. In college, of course, all the athletes were six times bigger than I was.’


Away from sport and the artistic tendencies they had inherited from their father, music remained a consuming passion, even through those years at the dawn of the Sixties when the American music scene seemingly devoted itself to High School-themed balladeering that wasn’t so far from the blandness that rock’n’roll had supposedly exorcised.


Slowly, however, the tide began to turn. Jan and Dean were already pushing their woodies out into the Pacific Ocean, igniting the surf-music craze that would overwhelm first Los Angeles and California, and then the entire country, as the Beach Boys set the lifestyle to music. The Shangri-Las slipped moodily onto the scene, releasing record after record filled with bad boys, worse girls, and more teenage angst than a single heart could bear. One day in school, Russell got up in front of his classmates and lip-synched his way through the Dovells’ sweetly harmonic ‘You Can’t Sit Down’. He won a standing ovation.


But it was the Beatles who blew the Maels away; the Beatles, and then the battalion of British Invaders who followed them into the heartland of America.


‘It was like Martians – in a good way,’ Russell enthused. ‘Musically, lyrically and even physically, English bands were so alien. It was a naïve time. The Beatles had the same haircuts as each other, but Americans just thought that was an amazing coincidence. The English accents, the manners, and the idea of thinking about an image at all, it was utterly different to what we knew.’


In August 1964, mother Miriam drove her sons to Las Vegas to see the Beatles in concert. A year later, they were at the Hollywood Bowl to see them again. But it wasn’t only the Beatles. Every big British band of the day passed through Los Angeles at some point, and the Maels set out to see as many of them as they could. The Rolling Stones and the Yardbirds were particular favourites, as well as the Who, even though it would be 1967 before they got the chance to see them in person.


Russell recalled the Yardbirds’ ‘Happenings Ten Years Time Ago’ as the first single he ever bought with his own money. Ron, however, ‘was absolutely mad about the Who. I was an absolute fan of guitarist Pete Townshend.’ He bought their second album, ‘A Quick One While He’s Away’ as a British import long before it was given an American release (as ‘Happy Jack’), a mark of devotion that allowed him to consider the band his own exclusive ‘property’.


‘I would have given anything to have been the young Pete Townshend with his Rickenbacker guitar doing the windmill thing with his arm… We were buying all the English imports when they came out – the floppy albums with the bendable covers that you couldn’t get here.’


America’s attempts to compete with the Brits, on the other hand, left the pair cold. They adored Motown, of course. KHJ and Boss Radio aired the Hitsville sound constantly, and when, 40 years later, the brothers were approached to compile their own ‘best of Motown’, fully half of their selections dated back to the early years of the label’s American chart dominance.


Move away from Motor City, however, and their homeland’s attempts to compete with the Fab Four were doomed to disappoint. ‘The Beach Boys were the only kind of American thing we really liked… We detested folk music because it was cerebral and sedate and we had no time for that,’ Ron sniffed. ‘Gene Clark and the Byrds were okay, because they had electric guitars and English hairstyles…’ But the rest of the pack? Forget it.


It was to see the Byrds and to catch a glimpse of Donovan, an English folkie, that Ron and Russell picked up tickets for one of the biggest local concerts of 1965, an all-star spectacular taking place at the Moulin Rouge Theatre in Hollywood on 29th November. To be truthful, the bulk of the bill really didn’t interest them. Joan Baez, Ray Charles, Petula Clark, Bo Diddley, the Lovin’ Spoonful, Roger Miller, the Modern Folk Quartet, the Ronettes and Ike and Tina Turner were also scheduled to perform. The evening’s biggest attraction, however, was the knowledge that the entire event was to be filmed for release as the follow-up to The TAMI Show, a rocking spectacular that had featured both the Beach Boys and the Stones. Position themselves correctly and, who knows? The Mael boys might make it onto the big screen as well.


Which they did. The Maels’ moment on screen is just that, a moment – friends of theirs, they knew, enjoyed as much, if not more, exposure as the cameras panned across the crowd. But they were there all the same.


Nevertheless, time was slipping by, and with it their teenage years. Ron celebrated his twentieth birthday in 1965, while Russell was closing in on 17, and really, if you’re going to make it in California, you should be halfway to doing it by the time you reach that age. But the Maels didn’t know what they wanted to do. They chased girls, they bought records, they went to gigs and they took odd little jobs to bring in the money that might make them more successful at those other pursuits.


Once, Ron tried his hand working as an ice-cream man. ‘I always thought it would just be incredible driving around the neighbourhood selling ice-cream like Mr Whippy.’ It seemed like a good job when he first thought about it, ‘going around in a little van with music playing.’ Instead, he was just a couple of hours into his first day of work and ‘was going nuts with the same song going round and round my head. And it was in one of the most dangerous areas of Los Angeles, too, so it was like imagining getting gunned down with that same song still playing in the background. The chimes repeating over and over again, plus the fact that my life was in danger – I kept reading about people who were killed doing it – meant I lasted one day.’


He enrolled in university, the UCLA. Ever a chip off the old block, Ron intended following directly in his father’s footsteps by studying graphic design. But his heart wasn’t in it, even though he had the talent. Some 30 years later, he admitted, ‘I sometimes wonder what I’d be doing if I weren’t a musician. Anything else would require such an effort. This comes as second nature, it doesn’t require decisions. When I was growing up in Pacific Palisades, I was a nut about cars, and wanted to be a car designer, or a professional baseball player. I think I got more of my wish of being a ball player by being in a band; I see a strong connection between major-league sports and rock performances.’


Russell joined him at university, taking a course in theatre arts and film-making. Again, like Ron, he viewed it more as a stop-gap than anything else, but it offered a career if all else should fail, and he enjoyed it. Taking the helm of one class project, he wrote and performed a paean to the summertime, sensibly titled ‘Summer Days’, for the benefit of the cameras. Having enjoyed that, and eventually convinced Ron that they really ought to try and make something move, the pair finally formed their first band sometime around 1966…although it probably wasn’t really a band.


‘We did a lot of lip-synching, but we were never actually in bands that played. If you actually played in a band, everyone would ask you to play all their favourite songs, whereas if you just lip-synched you could do anything you wanted.’


It was only gradually, over a period of weeks, or even months, that they began to pick up instruments and plug them in. Russell would sing and play bass, while Ron settled behind his keyboard – and he hated it. ‘My brother liked flamboyant, outgoing rock stars like Pete Townshend,’ Russell reflected, ‘but he couldn’t emulate them on the keyboard.’


It would take him a lot longer than the handful of rehearsals that each of these embryonic bands undertook to actually figure out how to get around his distaste, but the seeds were already being sown. If he couldn’t go completely mad, then he would go completely sane instead, realising that by doing so he would appear even madder.


‘We’ve always been interested in the media,’ Russell mused, but the problem with a lot of the areas into which they could have moved, be it art or design or even film, was that ‘you don’t get an instant reaction from that sort of thing. We were really interested in the pop field because you do get an immediate response from people, even if they’re only throwing things at you.’


Their first ‘real’ band, as in a group that played its instruments and made some kind of noise with them, was the Bel Air Blues Project – named, Russell insisted, without a hint of irony. ‘We always thought…and so did a lot of bands at that time…that it was the easiest form of music to play, a 1-4-5 blues song, because it’s the first thing you learn to play. So we were a blues band obviously, or we thought we were a blues band. I played harmonica, so we had to be a blues band. It was an absurd name.’


Another group was formed with Harrold Zellman, one of Ron’s fellows in the design class and today a well-respected author and historian of modernist architecture and communitarian movements. The group came very close to being christened the Three Minute Earwash, but wound up remaining unnamed.


Another UCLA student, Larry Dupont, witnessed these early manoeuvrings. He is usually described in band retrospectives simply as their photographer. In fact, he was as much a part of the combo as any of the musicians.


‘We were good friends, we hung out a lot, and we would use my old Sony equipment to make their demo tapes. They asked me to pretend to be their manager for their first Whisky-A-Go-Go gig, where I actually had to do the job. From that point forward, I was in very deep. When they were recording or on tour, I was with them days or weeks on end. Except for one instantly deleted studio session where they forced me to do some percussion, I was involved in most every other way than musician.’


He initially met Ron when they found themselves in the same design area at UCLA, ‘or I may have known him casually before that. Harrold was a good friend of mine and, when he joined the band, my relationship with Ron skyrocketed. We were all design majors, Ron was graphic design, while Harrold and I were industrial design, but it was a tiny department and we were all in there together. And Russ was a film major in the building next door.’ Many times when the band had a rehearsal scheduled, Dupont would be invited round to listen or maybe even bring his portable tape recorder along so they could tape the day’s proceedings.


‘Ron was an interesting guy to be around,’ Dupont said. ‘He also had a part-time job at the Student Union – I think there was a specialty record area which I frequented, so he was just a part of my social world. We had a lot of common interests, and Ron and Russ and I went to a whole gaggle of Japanese films of the period and earlier that were being shown at a little Japanese theatre in the central Los Angeles area, and both Ron and Russ and I, and whoever the heck else, were very much into European cinema.’


The Harrold Zellman incarnation of the band didn’t work out, and the Maels moved on. ‘They were very determined,’ said Dupont, ‘and that describes them in a lot of ways. There really was nothing that would prevent them from pursuing their desire to become rock stars.’


A Mael-led new band, Moonbaker Abbey, took its name in vague emulation of sundry British psychedelic bands that featured in the London music papers that sporadically made their way to LA. Another of their early incarnations, Farmers Market, was named for a local landmark, a vacant lot on Third and Fairfax where local farmers used to unload their excess produce to Depression-era Los Angelinos but which had now expanded into a miniature paradise of restaurants, coffee bars and even circus acts and a petting zoo.


Their repertoire was no more challenging than any other bottom-feeding band of the age, and included a handful of well-chosen covers – ‘My White Bicycle’, an underground hit for the British psychedelic band Tomorrow, was an early favourite that survived in the brothers’ repertoire for much of the next five years. For the most part, though, they played whatever caught their ear on the day of the rehearsal – or, at least, they tried their best to play it and, if it didn’t work out, they’d move on to something else.


The Maels’ musical history, like that of many other performers, tends to overlook these earliest strivings as being somehow inconsequential. In fact, Russell insisted, their only failings were those that the musicians’ own inexperience brought into play.


‘They were bands, they were really bands. But you didn’t know, because you’re so young and naïve and green, you don’t know what the goals are, what the rules are. So you’re just doing it and you meet up once a week to rehearse. But you don’t know what you’re even attempting to achieve, so you’re in a band, but then you’re also going to school or university and all that kind of stuff, so it’s all kinda hazy what the end game is.’


Neither is that a situation that is necessarily remedied by experience. Three years later, with the brothers now performing as Halfnelson, ‘it was still being gone at with that kind of attitude and mindset. You don’t even think about it; you’re doing it, but then you’re going to school as well, so whatever kicks in first – if you get your teacher’s degree before you get a record contract, then you’re an English teacher. We were passionate about it, but we didn’t know we were that passionate until we were signed by a label, and even then you don’t know that anything will come of it.’


In fact, the Maels understood very early on what makes the biggest difference between a band that makes it, and one that doesn’t. It was a lesson they’d learned from watching the Beatles, and which they’d seen put into practise on innumerable occasions ever since. Image, packaging, visibility. If a band wanted to be noticed, then it needed to make people notice it. It was as simple as that. It was not a band’s talent or musicality that initially raised them above the crowd. It was their ability to be seen.


Which is why, as Ron prepared for one of their first ever public appearances a few years later, he didn’t even blink as he watched Russell patiently construct a miniature ocean liner from papier-mâché and an old set of pram wheels, and then climb aboard wearing a blue sailor’s suit. All those years watching old movies were paying off; everybody who saw the band recognised Ron’s resemblance to Charlie Chaplin. But few realised Russell was paying homage to an equally significant icon, Tadzio in the movie Death In Venice.


Nightly, Russell would make his entrance on stage aboard his little boat, and he wasn’t at all fazed when he rolled up to the microphone and discovered that there was no more than half a dozen people in the crowd. He waved hello to them anyway.


‘That’s when we realised that maybe we were not going to be the Who,’ Ron smiled sadly.



















CHAPTER TWO


IN FIFTY YEARS, YOU MAY OUTGROW IT





On 23rd June 1967, Ron, Russell, Larry Dupont and a bunch of other friends headed over to Century City to attend one of the largest anti-war demonstrations yet staged in Los Angeles. President Lyndon B Johnson was in town that day, attending a $1,000-a-dish Democratic Party fundraiser at the Century Plaza Hotel. Outside, some 25,000 protesters were determined to take the anti-war movement to the President’s dining table, but he never even saw them. The marchers were held at bay by 1,500 police officers, and the demonstration moved on to an afternoon ‘Peace In’ held in a nearby park. Muhammad Ali and Dr Benjamin Spock were among the speakers and, when it was over, the crowds began to disperse, passing the still heavily guarded hotel as they did so…and the law attacked.


‘We were chased down an embankment on to a major street by club-wielding police,’ recalled Larry Dupont. ‘Ah, the good old days…’


With both Ron and Russell now writing their own songs, summer 1967 saw the duo form a new band named, with at least half an eye on the volatile state of national politics, Urban Renewal Project. Riots were both shaking and shaping America, and would continue to do so as Newark, Detroit and Milwaukee all went up in flames that summer. Even if the Maels’ songs did not carry any true political intent, their band name was still a rallying call for change.


Musically, their influences remained firmly rooted in the English stylings that had already pegged them as Anglophiles among their friends and acquaintances. Pressed to compare their own sounds with those of any other acts, the brothers would patiently reel off a list of favourite groups and artists, and then affect amazement when they were informed they sounded nothing like them. But none of this would change their tastes one bit.


Little known in America at that time, but firm favourites on the import racks, the likes of Tyrannosaurus Rex, featuring a young and still hungry Marc Bolan, and the Incredible String Band were both to lay heavy hands on the Maels’ songwriting, although not in terms of lyrical content or even delivery. Both acts were far too acoustic and folk-oriented for the brothers’ tastes, but each had a disregard for conventional songwriting, and their ability to weave strange beauty from what might otherwise have appeared discordant and tuneless was a trick that the Maels instinctively understood.


Fed through whichever electric instrumentation they could lay their hands on, the brothers’ love of the first Pink Floyd album, the Syd Barrett-led ‘The Piper At The Gates Of Dawn’, shone through, and they were already hatching a sound that was quite unique. (A quarter of a century later, the Maels were seriously considering contributing a version of Barrett’s ‘Bike’ to the Floyd tribute album, ‘A Saucerful Of Pink’).


Unfortunately, it was all still a long way from fruition. Songs like ‘The Windmill’, ‘Computer Girl’, ‘As You Like It’ and ‘A Quick Thought’ would never develop beyond the rehearsal room and the handful of gigs that Urban Renewal Project were able to play. Indeed, the promising connotations of its name notwithstanding, Urban Renewal Project was a ramshackle affair, to say the least.


‘There were all sorts of people in that band,’ Larry Dupont recalled. A friend named Dean was a member for a time, before Russell recruited another friend, Fred Frank, to play guitar. Frank, in turn, suggested adding his wife, Ronna, on drums. Costuming, such as it was, would focus on Ron’s newly-acquired penchant for ten-gallon hats. They then looked around for a suitable arena in which to debut, and entered a Battle of the Bands being hosted by the Los Angeles Sports Centre. A venue better known (as its name suggests) for hosting major sporting events, it was home at that time to the Los Angeles Stars basketball team.


The Battle of the Bands was a regular feature of the American music scene in the Sixties, encompassing talent contests that ranged from the most impromptu gathering of neighbourhood hopefuls to vast city- (or even state- or country-) wide competitions, with all manner of fabulous riches for the victors. Record companies frequently used these contests as a means of finding new talent, as did local promoters. This particular Battle was a distinctly local affair, despite its grandiose setting and the presence on the bill of Massachusetts-born bluesman Taj Mahal, still fresh from the demise of his band the Rising Sons. Within the year, Taj Mahal would be signing with CBS, and, while nobody seems to recall who else was on the battlefield that day, the Maels were well aware that their little band didn’t have a hope of victory.


All they wanted was to be noticed, and even the patent inadequacy of their instruments – the drum kit which consisted of a single snare drum and nothing else, the $20 guitar on which bassist Russell would pick out the low notes, and the solitary amplifier which the entire band would be using simultaneously – couldn’t dampen their enthusiasm. When Urban Renewal Project failed even to reach the final stages of the competition, the Maels took solace in the fact that neither did Taj Mahal.


A second Battle of the Bands contest, this time at a local YMCA, saw their hopes take another battering as the quartet suddenly realised that they were all playing in different keys – something which went a long way towards explaining why the other band (the competition had attracted only two entrants) kept pulling the plugs on them. Small wonder, then, that the rest of the Los Angeles music community, or at least that tiny part of it that had heard of them, already considered the Maels to be little more than a joke, and not a particularly funny one either.


A third and, as it transpired, final show followed, when Larry Dupont pulled some strings at UCLA and landed the group a booking to provide entertainment at an industrial design conference. In the minds of Urban Renewal Project the booking was a masterstroke, their answer to Andy Warhol landing the nascent Velvet Underground a gig performing for a psychiatry convention. In years to come, they imagined, rock historians would marvel at the incongruity of it all.


Of course it didn’t work out that way. Whatever the group thought they might have the potential to become, accompaniment to the evening meal was not it. ‘It was a total joke,’ Dupont sighs. ‘A group of college design majors…there couldn’t have been a more boring group of people, and Urban Renewal Project couldn’t have been a more inappropriate selection. It was simply a case of “Oh, I know a group, and we need a band…”’


But the Maels, with characteristic perversity, continued on what more and more people were assuring them was a wild goose chase. They recorded ‘Computer Girl’ and considered using it as a demo to try and spread their name even further, although in the end, they kept it to themselves. (It was finally released in 2006 as a free CD within the Japanese Sparks Guide Book)


It was time to start again. Fred and Ronna Frank dropped away; the Urban Renewal Project was scrapped, and Ron and Russell began rebuilding, pinning a ‘Guitarist Wanted’ note on the UCLA notice board. It was answered by Earle Mankey, a fellow student who could not only play his instrument but who also had a degree in sound engineering from UCLA and was happy to put his expertise at the band’s disposal. With Mankey’s arrival, Halfnelson was born.


The name was taken from a wrestling hold, but the passing years would see the Maels, and others, develop any number of possible alternative explanations for its appeal – including its appearance on the introductory page of what was the hot paperback among Anglophile Americans around that time, Hunter Davies’ novelisation of the movie Here We Go Round The Mulberry Bush:


I decided I should wet my lips, that might help a bit. Or perhaps I should suck her skin in a love  bite, whatever that was. Or a French kiss. A half-Nelson would probably be the most effective.


A year older than Russell, Earle Mankey had grown up steeped in the street culture of East LA. In earlier times he had been a greaser, his immaculately sculpted hair setting off a cool leather jacket. Now he was firmly in the grip of Byrds-mania, his hair and sunglasses modelled devotedly on Gene Clark’s, and later, when that grew out, he assumed a vague resemblance to Rod Stewart, then singer with the Jeff Beck Group.


His musical ideas, however, had little to do with the strumming Rickenbackers and post-Dylan country wash of his heroes’ own records, nor with the Englishness that the Maels espoused. Captain Beefheart was a firm favourite, weird and earthy, and inclined never to take the direct route between the start of a song and its ending when there was a cacophonous detour that could be taken along the way. There was not a note Mankey played, or a word he sang, that he had not twisted and teased beyond all recognition, and the songs that the Maels were now bringing to life were all ripe for further manipulation, the guitarist running Dupont’s long-suffering tape machine through every trial that his imagination could devise and transforming each into a miniature symphony of sound effects.


No noise was too outré for the Maels to ask whether it had something special to offer, no tape effect was so awful that they did not look to see how it could be improved. Like the Beatles ferreting away to create Sgt Pepper, but without the budget, musicianship or George Martin to help them, Halfnelson twisted and tormented the tape into a series of jangling, tinkling collages, and then layered the bones of their songs over the top. One afternoon, rehearsing at a long-forgotten location in one of the canyons around Los Angeles, they were horrified to discover that they could be heard clear across the other side of the canyon – and even more shocked when a voice came echoing back to them from there; ‘Turn that goddamned noise down!’


‘Computer Girl’ was resurrected as was Russell’s ‘Summer Days’. Mankey contributed a handful of his own, already maddeningly esoteric compositions to the brew – ‘Big Rock Candy Mountain’ was one of his, and it sounded as enormous as it ought to have. But it was Ron and Russell together who were the dynamo powering Halfnelson’s songwriting machine and, if the majority of the songs they wrote were little more than ideas when they started, the magic of the studio would soon whip them into shape: ‘Chile Farm Farney’, ‘Johnny’s Adventure’, ‘Roger’, ‘Arts And Crafts Spectacular’, ‘Landlady’, ‘The Animals At Jason’s Bar And Grill’, ‘Millie’, ‘Saccharin And The War’, ‘Join The Firm’, ‘Jane Church’, ‘Do The Factory’ and so many more. Weeks turned into months, which threatened to become years, and the trio, plus Dupont, simply got together whenever they could, set up around the Maels’ living room, and made tapes.


The problem was that there was only so much that could be done with keyboards and guitar, and Russell throwing in a few lines of bass. As Ron cautioned, ‘the sound was very thin and reedy, totally unheavy and very naïve. We just made these tapes because we liked ‘em. We didn’t have a master-plan or anything.’ In terms of musical development, there was no question that their work was becoming more and more proficient, and Halfnelson knew that the only limitations they faced were those that they imposed upon themselves. But attempts to convince anybody else to see their efforts in the same light seemed doomed to failure.


Tapes were regularly being mailed out to anyone and everyone who they thought might listen to them, but most of them fell on deaf ears. Of the handful of recipients who did respond, the majority usually mentioned something about the unconventional sound. The remainder, Russell laughed, the few who actually liked what they heard, lost their jobs.


‘We didn’t do anything live, we just made tapes and elaborate presentations to record companies.’ He claims they recorded 12 albums’ worth of material, ‘but every time we got to the guy just below the one who signs the contracts, he got fired for wanting to sign a group like us.’ It was time, Halfnelson decided, to recruit a full-time rhythm section.


In a way, it’s strange that they hadn’t already thought of that. Asked how they actually saw themselves, Russell still rattled off the British beat bands that he and Ron most enjoyed; ‘We thought Halfnelson was like a British band. I liked British bands and I kind of admired Mick Jagger from the Rolling Stones, and Ron’s earliest listening influences were the Kinks, the Move and, above all, the early Who.’ (In 2004, Russell was still listing ‘The Best Of The Move’ among his all-time Top 5 records, alongside the more esoteric pleasures of the Velvet Underground’s ‘White Light White Heat’, the Galliano Septet’s ‘Paszzolla’, a Fifties rock’n’roll compilation called ‘Forever Loud Fast And Out Of Control’ and Isabelle Adjani’s ‘Pull Marine’. Ron picked the original radio broadcast of Orson Welles’ War of the Worlds, alongside titles by NWA, Strauss, Miles Davis and Schoenberg).


Other listeners might have shrugged at the brothers’ devotion to all things British, and pinpointed more esoteric influences – among them Frank Zappa and Captain Beefheart, fellow local artistes who, even then, were placing sonic extremity ahead of musical comfort. But they, too, usually had a bassist and drummer. It was time for Halfnelson to get with the programme.


‘They went through a long string of disastrous drummers,’ recalled Dupont, including one who was already making a name for himself on the other side of the musical fence. John Mendelsohn was the drummer with a jazz-rock trio called the 1930 Four, but he was probably better known for his occasional contributions to the Los Angeles Times. Claiming he was lured into Halfnelson’s orbit by the bright pink paper upon which the latest ad was written, he then discovered that he and Russell had studied Italian 101 together a couple of years before. The only two long-haired boys in the class, ‘[we] had sneaked suspicious glances at one another,’ as Mendelsohn later put it.


Shortly afterwards, a bassist arrived in the shape of ‘Surly’ Ralph Oswald. A manager was also procured – another drummer, oddly enough, but more importantly a reasonably wealthy character – named Mike Berns. Together, the team dived back into the sack of songs at Halfnelson’s disposal and emerged with what the Maels insisted, and manager Berns agreed, was to become their very first album.


They decided that the traditional path to recorded fame and glory was boring and strewn with too many pitfalls. Playing gigs in the hope that an audience might turn up was pointless – they’d been to too many shows, and seen too many great bands playing in front of a crowd of six and then disappearing back into obscurity. All the record labels were interested in was records – so give them one. Berns was happy to provide any finance they needed; Halfnelson could record the album themselves on Dupont’s tape machine, press up a few copies, and then sit back while the offers poured in. It had worked for Phil Spector, it worked for the Rolling Stones, so why shouldn’t it work for them? The figure of $100,000 was mentioned and seized upon – Halfnelson would not sign a contract for anything less than that.


The best dozen or so of the songs at their disposal were dusted down and reworked for a full band. Unfortunately, even as the sessions progressed, it became painfully apparent that neither of the new arrivals had much interest in the music that Halfnelson wanted to make.


Mendelsohn placed the blame squarely on differing interpretations of what rock’n’roll music ought to represent. ‘They wanted to be precious and adorable, as they wrongly imagined the Kinks to be, while I, a Who fan, wanted to be intimidating.’ He succeeded, too. The others found him very intimidating.


Years later, asked to expand upon his time with the band, Mendelsohn preferred to contract it. ‘I can’t bear being defined in anyone’s eyes on the basis of three rehearsals with Halfnelson,’ he said. A parting of the ways was inevitable and, early that summer of 1969, Mendelsohn was ‘asked not to be in the group any more’. Oswald followed him and, shortly after catching the Stooges at the Whisky and deciding Iggy Pop was as viable a future for rock’n’roll as anybody, the pair formed a band that was more to their tastes and called it Christopher Milk. There were clearly no hard feelings, however – Christopher Milk’s earliest shows saw Mendelsohn borrowing Mike Berns’ drum kit.



















CHAPTER THREE


PARADISE WAS HERE, PARADISE WAS GONE





Atrio once again, Halfnelson soldiered on, with Berns now stepping into Mendelsohn’s role, while Russell reacquainted himself with the bass. It was a stop-gap line-up. Berns owned one of the most impressive drum kits his band-mates had ever seen, a Rogers double bass set in mother of pearl, festooned with tom-toms. But rehearsals with him behind the kit seemed to give everything that the band was playing a strangely folky vibe, anathema to two as devoutly anti-folk as the Maels. Not that Berns agreed with them, but he was allowed to remain in situ until they could find a replacement, which all hoped would be sooner rather than later.


Late in 1969, passing by a local music store, Ace Music in Santa Monica, Russell spotted an ad that had been placed on the notice board just a few days earlier: ‘Drummer looking for people to jam with. I’m into rock, blues, jazz, country. 477-6822.’ It was placed there by Harley Feinstein, a Los Angeles boy three years Russell’s junior but a rock-solid drummer who made up in enthusiasm what he lacked in virtuosity – even if Russell did have to drag him out of the bathtub to discover that.


Feinstein recalled, ‘I was still living at home with my parents. I was exhausted from surfing all morning, and had gotten into the bathtub for a soak. The phone started ringing at the other end of the house. After debating whether or not to answer it, I jumped out of the tub, wrapped a towel around my body and ran into the kitchen, dripping. There was a high voice on the other end of the line. Of course, that was Russell – or Russ, as he was then known. Russ told me that he’d seen the card I’d stuck up on the bulletin board.’


Russell explained his group’s predicament. ‘He said he was in a band called Halfnelson, and they were making an album. This was extraordinary in 1970. Ordinarily a band had to be signed to a record contract to make an album. You had to be big. I had never met anyone that had actually made an album. Russ explained that rather than signing a recording contract, Halfnelson had found someone (Mike Berns) who would independently finance the recording, which they would then sell to a record company.’


Feinstein asked whether they had a drummer. ‘Russ said that they didn’t need to have a drummer in the band to record. When they recorded, they beat on objects like boxes and frying pans for percussion. But, since they were almost finished with the album, they needed to put together a band to play live. My role, if I joined the band, would be as part of a live show. We had a good rapport over the phone. We agreed that the band would come over to my house so we could check each other out.’


By the time Feinstein finally put the phone down, his bath water was beyond cold. They’d been talking for an hour. Ron, Russell, Mankey and his wife Elisa came over that same afternoon. Instruments were set up in the family living room and, while Feinstein’s mother, Blanche, kept up a constant stream of refreshments, the quartet jammed a little (‘probably some blues,’ declared Feinstein), then sat back while Halfnelson played through a tape of the songs they’d recorded so far. Feinstein wasn’t impressed. ‘I didn’t think too much of the music. But I remember sort of liking “The Animals At Jason’s Bar And Grill” and “Factory”.’


He liked the Maels as well. All tank-top and muscles, ‘Ron was very cool. He had a full on Afro, and a great handlebar moustache. Russ and Earle were good guys. We all got along great.’ As they talked, they even found some unexpected common ground; Harrold Zellman, their old bandmate from the abortive Three Minute Earwash, was best friends with Feinstein’s brother, Allan.


Musical tastes were compared, and Feinstein was instantly struck by Earle Mankey. ‘Earle said he liked the same music Ron and Russ liked – the Move, the Kinks, the Who, the British Invasion bands. But his musical ideas seemed weird. He really got excited by Captain Beefheart.


Earle seemed to like music that sounded off, counter-intuitive, odd. He was obviously a talented musician, but his tendency to make music in this way had a profound effect on those early recordings. Most people would agree that the Halfnelson demo, and the first two Sparks albums after it, were strange. It was Earle’s influence that made them strange.’


Feinstein had little in common with the others. ‘I wasn’t an Anglophile. I idolised the members of the Southern Californian surfing culture, not skinny English white boys trying to play American blues.’ Years later, he was thrilled – and maybe vindicated, too – to discover that Keith Moon felt the same way as he did. ‘He even peroxided his hair!’ But the meeting went well and the visitors left with the promise that they’d be in touch soon.


A few days later, Russell called and invited Feinstein to the tiny rented studio where they were mixing the Halfnelson album. Mike Berns was there as well, a little perplexed to discover that he was about to be relieved of his drumsticks and not too shy about letting the newcomer know that. Feinstein recalled, ‘Mike was okay being the manager. He was okay investing the money to make the album. But he what he really wanted was to be the drummer. He couldn’t understand why the boys wanted me to be the drummer instead of him,’ and neither could Feinstein.


‘I asked the guys why they didn’t want Mike to be the drummer. They said he wasn’t right, because he played the melody on the snare instead of the back beat. But I heard Mike play and he sounded fine. I didn’t know what they were talking about. I think the real reason was that he would have totally taken over the band. Also, he looked like a hippie. He had a beard. There was no way he was going to be the drummer of Halfnelson!’


Not that that was an especially arduous duty. Occasionally Feinstein would ask if the band intended having any rehearsals. He was all too aware that he had been invited to join the group on the strength of just one casual jam session in his parents’ living room. Surely, before his involvement went too far, they should make sure the chemistry was as strong across Halfnelson’s original material as it was across a handful of blues tunes. It was strange, he thought, being in a band that didn’t actually get together and play music. ‘But, like I said, I liked these guys.’


In fact, rehearsals were being planned, but not until the Maels had made one final change. Russell was tired, once again, of playing bass. If he was to be the group’s front man, he wanted to present as much front as he could, which meant leaping around the stage with his mike stand, doing all the things that his own idols – Mick Jagger, Roger Daltrey, Keith West – were doing. Not standing frozen behind a bass guitar. The search was on.


It wasn’t easy. The most obvious choice, all agreed, was Jim Mankey, Earle’s younger brother. He was constantly hanging out with the band – the first time Feinstein met him was at the demo mixing sessions – and his own group, a heavy blues act called Three Days Blues, were certainly an effective showcase for his abilities. Earle, however, refused to even ask him. For a start, Jim was a lead guitar player, but more importantly he was a better guitarist than Earle. The elder Mankey happily admitted that he couldn’t handle the idea of his little brother blowing him away any time he was given the opportunity to pick up the guitar.


Thwarted, the band turned instead to adverts and auditions and seemed to turn up trumps immediately. Skip, a player whose surname has, sadly, been lost to the mists of time, lived in Laurel Canyon and arrived with the additional bonus of a garage that he was willing to turn over to the band for a practice space. For days thereafter, Halfnelson toured the local carpet stores, dumpster-iving for remnants that could be nailed to the garage walls to act as soundproofing.


Unfortunately, they couldn’t figure out how to attach more of the material to the ceiling, much to the chagrin of Skip’s neighbours. Every time the band started up, the hammering on the door started with it, and, although Halfnelson attempted to persevere, Skip’s own strongly-held musical beliefs were taking an equal toll on their nerves. Their music, he told them, was completely wrong. The only way to make it, he was convinced, was to strip everything back to the Fifties and jump aboard the Sha Na Na rock’n’roll revival bandwagon. So Skip was out of the band.


Next in was Neil, another seemingly surname-less musician, who also came equipped with a personal practice space, out in the industrial wastelands around Los Angeles in a factory owned by his uncle. There were no neighbours, therefore no need for soundproofing, and they could just go in and play to their hearts’ content. And if anybody needed a nap, that was sorted out too…the factory made dog beds.


Again the group set to work and, again, they quickly discovered that their latest recruit was not what they were looking for. Neil was a great bassist and a great comedian – his party trick was a spot-on impersonation of Allan Sherman of ‘Hello Mudduh, Hello Fadduh’ fame. Unfortunately, he was also somewhat overweight and, in the Mael’s lexicon of rock’n’roll style, fat was almost as bad as beards.


So Neil was out as well, but he very graciously allowed the band to hang on to what Russell had already christened the Doggy Factory. With Earle having equally graciously consented to allow brother Jim finally to pick up Halfnelson’s bass guitar, the quintet was, at last, complete – albeit with a few reservations. According to Ron, Jim almost quit during one of his earliest rehearsals with them after he heard his band-mates’ version of the Troggs’ ‘Give It To Me’…and Earle never got over his reluctance to have his playing compared with his brother’s.


Occasionally, over the years, a song would require Jim to play lead guitar (‘Whippings And Apologies’ was one example), and Earle would shift down to rhythm guitar, while Ron supplied the bass via his keyboards. But if Jim ever argued about his role in the band, Earle had that settled as well. Jim, he admitted, was ‘a far better guitar player than me, but he’s playing bass because I’m bigger than him.’


‘It was great having Jim in the band,’ Feinstein recalled. ‘He didn’t have a car, so one of us would have to drive many miles east of Los Angeles to pick Jim up and take him home after rehearsals. But we didn’t mind, because Jim finally made us a real band.’


The new boys’ first duty as members of Halfnelson, in January 1970, was to co-star in the band’s first set of promo photographs, taken in the basement of the Ethnic Arts Department at UCLA, the day-job domain of Larry Dupont. He was engaged at that time in making a visual record of the department’s holdings, a bewildering array of ethnic artefacts, African carvings, and so forth, for an upcoming catalogue, but his spare time found him photographing Halfnelson.


‘Larry was Woody Allen,’ said Feinstein. ‘I instantly liked him. He had a strong physical resemblance to Woody, was a horrible dresser, witty, and artistic. We spent days taking pictures. Larry was an absolute perfectionist. The pictures came out great.’


Feinstein, meanwhile, was receiving a fascinating cultural education from both the Maels and Dupont. ‘They knew a lot about music and film. I didn’t. They told me about Fellini, Bernardo Bertolucci, and Luchino Visconti. When I said I thought that surf music was cool, they talked about how much they liked the Move, the Kinks and the Who.’


Russell spoke about the movie he was making for one of his classes at UCLA, a plot-less epic about a man rowing a boat across the Santa Monica Bay. Earle Mankey, his wife and Russell’s girlfriend manned one rowboat, Russell and Larry were in the other, busily getting seasick while trying to load the camera. At the end of the college year, the film would play a major part in his decision whether or not to continue at UCLA. All it had to do was win the approval of a ‘jury’ of his peers, as they sat to watch every student’s handiwork, and decide whether or not its maker had what it took to move into film making. Russell was good, and he knew it. There should be no problem.


Larry Dupont chimed in with his cinematic ambitions – his latest opus was about a blimp, and he asked if Halfnelson would be interested in scoring it. They were. Days later, Dupont drove his portable reel-to-reel tape recorder over to the Doggy Factory, and work began on the instrumental theme for a blimp, a drawn-out organ-led instrumental that, periodically, would break into a maddeningly perky Dixieland style break.


‘We never finished the film,’ Dupont mourned. ‘It was just after I got my masters and, by that time, my major had morphed from industrial design to a broader area. But I remember we dumped the Halfnelson soundtrack and used a Saint-Saëns organ concerto. It was pretty cool, though. We got to ride in the blimp!’


All the while, the band were anxiously awaiting delivery of their debut LP from the pressing plant. Ron had already designed the packaging, a box printed to resemble the note pads on which waitresses take orders in a restaurant.


‘We always subscribed to the theory that the packaging was an essential part of one’s presentation, even at this early stage when we didn’t know what the hell we were doing,’ said Russell. Open the box and inside was a copy of the record and a handful of photographs. The idea, Feinstein explained, was for prospective suitors to fill out the form on the cover ‘and put in an order for one Halfnelson’. The cost of such a treat had already been filled out – $100,000.


One hundred copies of the 12-song acetate disc were pressed. But Feinstein laughingly dismisses the later conviction, perpetuated in every Sparks discography of the past 35 years, that Ron also designed a sleeve depicting a surfboarder riding past the Eiffel Tower – ‘There was no surfer or Eiffel Tower.’


Larry Dupont agreed. ‘I put the thing together with them, they used my dark room in the ethnographic museum to make the prints to do this thing, and there were never any surfers or Eiffel Towers.’


Neither was the package then gifted with the title ‘A Woofer In Tweeter’s Clothing’, again routinely reported in the discographies. As Feinstein confirms, ‘the demo wasn’t called ‘Woofer…’ It didn’t have a name. It didn’t have a sleeve or even a label on the record itself.’ As for where the erroneous story originated, however, that’s easy. One or other of the Maels thought it up sometime after the fact, and then dropped it into an interview in an attempt to give the demo a little more traction. As Dupont puts it, ‘they had absolutely no compunction about throwing curve balls. As a matter of fact, they relished it.’


Whatever its title (or lack thereof), the demo didn’t stand a hope in hell, either way. Los Angeles in 1970 was a strangely conservative place. The great tide of new musical talent that had hallmarked the previous three or four years had ebbed now. The Doors, the city’s biggest contribution to popular culture, had long since left their roots behind them. Love, its most revered, were now little more than a heavyweight bar band. Canned Heat, its hardest-working, were still running on the same spot they’d been occupying for five years. New bands were still forming, of course, and the record label guys were still prowling the bars and running up their expense accounts in search of the next big thing. But little of what they found was worth more than a passing sneer. When the most excitement on the streets was to be drawn from second-guessing the latest line-up change in the Flying Burrito Brothers, you know you’re in trouble.


Nationwide, too, very little seemed to be happening. The hits of the season were BJ Thomas complaining ‘Raindrops Keep Falling On My Head’, the Jackson Five’s debut ‘I Want You Back’, and Peter Paul & Mary’s ‘Leaving On A Jet Plane’. Fleetwood Mac’s ‘Oh Well’ was on the radio a lot, and Jefferson Airplane’s ‘Volunteers’, but they were the old guard. Later in the year, Elton John would break through, and in his wake would come a plethora of earnest singer-songwriters, but even that could only be appreciated with hindsight. Right there, right then, the vista was one of unimaginable despair.


The Beatles were on the verge of splitting up, and the Rolling Stones were still in shock following the nightmare of Altamont. Just six months old, the Manson murders, with their own twisted take on the meaning of rock’n’roll, were still on everybody’s lips and the Vietnam War was tearing the country apart. Everybody agreed that music needed a fresh injection of excitement, but it certainly wasn’t getting one. In later years, the Maels would pride themselves in having built a reputation for bucking whatever the current musical trends might be. But it was a reputation that could only be established once they had proved their ability to play by the rules. In 1970, when even their friends admired their nerve more than anything else, they were so far out on a limb it was vertiginous.


Greg Shaw, publisher of the San Francisco-based Who Put The Bomp fanzine, was among the recipients of the Halfnelson demo. The typewritten, Xeroxed and stapled ‘zine was just two issues old at the time, but was already the widely-acclaimed successor to the earlier Mojo Navigator, and Shaw admitted, ‘I don’t remember whether they mailed me a copy hoping that I might be able to do something with them, or if somebody else handed it to me. But I do remember listening to it and thinking they were onto something, even if they didn’t seem to know what it was.’


Another early admirer of the band, New Yorker Joseph A (for August) Fleury, later described the disc as ‘Psychedelic – Tomorrow meets Syd Barrett meets Frank Zappa,’ and recalled hearing that a copy was in fact sent to Zappa, care of his Straight Records label. The problem was that Zappa was being sent tapes by every weirdo in the country at that time; he probably never even listened to most of them. Another copy was allegedly sent to the Beatles’ Apple Corps – ‘…and it would have arrived at probably the same time as the band’s break up was announced,’ said Fleury.


‘So I figured they’d grown up with the same kind of music as I had, and we had a lot of the same reference points,’ Greg Shaw continued, ‘but I didn’t like the sound so much, it was too fussy and too clever. It sounded as though they were trying to disguise the songs with the sound effects, so if you listened really carefully you could hear all their influences buzzing about. But otherwise it got very annoying, very quickly.’


At least Shaw appreciated some of what he heard. All but a handful of copies of the acetate were sent out to every conceivable music industry mogul or mover in the state, and most of them were promptly sent back again, accompanied by terse little notes that described Halfnelson as sounding like a bunch of acid-drenched freaks – and that was if they were lucky. On one of the walls of the Doggy Factory, the band pinned up a roll of wrapping paper on which they wrote the name of every person who turned them down. ‘It was an extremely long list,’ shuddered Dupont, ‘an awful lot of people, and they wore them like a badge of honour.’


Even as the rejection slips mounted up, Halfnelson did not lose faith. New songs were arriving all the time. Inspired by radio’s then current love affair with the Beatles’ valedictory ‘Let It Be’ and Simon and Garfunkel’s ‘Bridge Over Troubled Water’, Ron wrote a ballad, ‘Slowboat’, that was every bit as moving as its illustrious contemporaries. Other songs, ‘Wonder Girl’, ‘Fa La Fa Lee’ and ‘High C’ followed, but another legend, that these were then packaged onto a four-song demo and sent out to people who hadn’t heard the acetate, are dismissed by Feinstein. He remembered that they were still waiting for the acetate itself to pay dividends.


‘The routine was that Mike Berns would find a music-business executive, give him a copy of the Halfnelson album and invite him to a private concert at the Doggie Factory. Mike knew a lot of people. We played for countless music executives, but none of them liked us.’


There was supposedly a degree of interest in the band at Warner Brothers but unfortunately, it did not extend as far as the A&R department. There was more encouragement from the head of UNI Records, Russ Regan, soon to be riding high on his discovery of Elton John. He described Halfnelson as being ‘two years ahead of their time’, but he wouldn’t even sign them as a long-term investment.


Things were not moving any further on the live front. Rehearsed to what they considered perfection, Halfnelson made their concert debut at the New Stoner Coffee House on Stoner Avenue in West Los Angeles, early in the summer. The band played well, and though the audience was sparse it seemed enthusiastic enough. Word of mouth, however, did not travel far. At least one of Halfnelson’s four consecutive nights at the Gregar on Beverly Boulevard, 20th-23rd August 1970, failed to attract a single paying customer, although a series of Larry Dupont photographs shot that evening at least captured Ron’s distinctive keyboard decoration for posterity – his instrument was adorned with a picture of the Quaker Oats man.


But the New Stoner invited them back for a two-night stand in September, while more encouraging still was a Paradise Ballroom show, headlining a West Hollywood party whose dress code perfectly summed up the mood of the evening: ‘Black Tie or Bizarre’. Close to a thousand people turned up, and few of them wore black ties.


The band’s most successful concerts, however, were at High Schools. Feinstein recalled; ‘We played at Palisades High. This was the high school that Ron and Russ had attended, so it was probably a very important gig to them. It went great. They loved us.’ Soon after, they played Bishop Amant High, a Catholic school in La Puerta, southern California. ‘They loved us there too.’


Amid so much activity, Halfnelson did find one possibly influential new fan. Los Angelesbased journalist Kathy Orloff was freelancing for the London music paper Sounds when she first encountered Halfnelson, and persuaded her editors to accept a profile of the unknown group. But, no matter how glowing her praise of the band might have been, her opening paragraph set out the band’s current status in neon-lit lettering. ‘It’s not too difficult to “discover” groups who are just beginning long and shiny careers…but how about discovering a group that is a total failure? An accomplishment indeed.’


The interview – which was the first to offer up the erroneous title and description of the band’s so-called debut album – was conducted in the early summer, before Halfnelson embarked on their first burst of gigging. Looking ahead to the Stoner Avenue show, the band speculated that they were going to be seriously out of pocket as a result, simply because of the cost of hiring the equipment.


The story would not actually see publication until Sounds’ 17th October edition, when it was buried away on page 18. But it was worth the wait, even if it was sitting beneath the promise ‘Kathy Orloff looks at one of America’s weirder bands’, and a peculiarly captioned photograph of the short-haired Russell: ‘Used to lead a group with brother Ron’. Used to?


‘Musically… [they are] somewhere between the Kinks and the Bonzo Dog Band,’ wrote Orloff, ‘closer to the Kinks musically and they are, well, weird. Their sound and manner is very English. They could be an immensely popular performing band.’


With the Sounds story to add to their press package, a handful of other live shows did creep into view. Even as they worked towards becoming better known, however, Halfnelson were also acutely aware that at least one of their number needed to remain as anonymous as possible.


In 1969, faced with ever-growing criticism of the manner in which American youth was being harvested for service in the increasingly unpopular Vietnam War, the authorities announced a change in the system. Reverting to a practise that had last been seen in 1942, they announced that, henceforth, drafting would be done by lottery.
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